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In the Lord of the Rings, Frodo the hobbit sets out on an impossible quest to destroy the Ring of Power.  But he doesn’t go alone, and he doesn’t go without resources.  

And one of the most underrated things he carries is a coat of chain mail that Bilbo, his uncle, gave him.  It was shiny and so Frodo gratefully accepts it – and then we don’t hear about it again.  He simply hides it under his shirt.  

Well, months later, as the company travels through Moria, where mithril used to be mined, some of the companions start talking about Bilbo and his wealth.  And they note that Bibo had one possession worth more than everything else he owned combined: a coat of mithril armor.  

Now mithril is a fictional metal – lighter than a feather but harder than dragon scales.  And when the mines of Morea were active it was worth ten times its weight in gold.  But now that the mines were abandoned it was priceless.  And Bilbo had a coat made of it.

And one of the other companions exclaims, “An entire coat of mithril!  Do you know what that would cost?  That would be worth more than the whole shire and everything in it.”  And that’s the moment Frodo realizes that what he has hidden under his shirt is unimaginably valuable.
…
Grab your Bible.  We are in a particularly spicy part of Galatians 3 today so get ready.  Would you stand with me as we come before God’s word?  Hear now the word of the Lord.

[Read Galatians 3:1-9]

This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated.

See?  Spicy.  “You foolish Galatians.”  Another version says “You idiots” which is less Canadian but probably closer to Paul’s tone.  Paul can’t believe how badly the Galatian church is misunderstanding Christianity.  They’ve embraced an idea that completely undermines the gospel.  

See everything about Christianity flips our natural assumptions about God upside down.  Every other religion stands on the same basic premise – figure out what makes God happy, do it well enough, and you’ll be saved – heaven, nirvana, enlightenment, whatever.  But Christianity says something radically different.  


The gospel says the only thing we’ve discovered about God is that we can’t do what He requires.  That’s the story of the entire Old Testament.  God’s people know exactly what God wants – He literally wrote it in stone – and they still couldn’t do it.  But this wasn’t a mistake, it was God’s design. 
…
Now how do you feel about a God who sets up a system people can’t follow?  God’s holy and in order for us to be with Him we have to be holy too.  That seems harsh.  And it’s not hard to come away with this understanding if you read parts of the Old Testament. 

But that’s not the full picture.  God is holy, but He’s not harsh.  He loves people.  He created us for abundant life with Him.  He really thinks His eternity would be better with you and me in the picture.  But in order for that to happen He needs to do more than get us to follow His rules, He needs us to love to follow His rules.  And so He built this system to accomplish just that.  

See since He knew we could never climb up to Him – there is nothing we can do to become righteous – so God put on skin and came down to us.  And at the cross He did exactly what He had always promised: He defeated evil and injustice and liberated us from slavery to sin and death.  

And so the Christian journey begins when we realize salvation is all about what God has done for us, and we fall in love with Him.  Christianity is built on grace received by trusting in Jesus.  But that’s not just how salvation works.  That’s how the entire Christian life works.  

So what I want to do today is walk through this text, verse by verse and see the argument Paul is making.[footnoteRef:1]  So look where he starts in verse 1: [1:  Outline adapted from JD Greear https://summitchurch.com/message/freed-to-change.  Other works consulted: Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/sermon/the-principle-of-spiritual-power/ G.Fee “God’s Empowering Presence: The Holy Spirit in the letters of Paul.”] 

You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? Before your very eyes Jesus Christ was clearly portrayed as crucified. (Galatians 3:1)

Paul says “You understood the gospel so clearly.  It was like you were standing there watching Jesus die.  You could almost hear Him say, “It is finished.”  But now you’re trying to move past the cross as if it were just the ABCs of Christianity. 
…
When I was a kid I often heard from the pulpit that there were some churches that shared the salvation message every Sunday – this is what you need to know to be saved.  And the critique was that this was too basic.  Just the ABCs.  So my church tried to move past this and into the “meat” of the Christian life.  And generally that meant instead of talking salvation we talked about things like the four steps for creating a godly marriage or the three keys to raising godly kids.  Or the five habits of effective Christians.  And the focus was all about doing the right things now that you follow Jesus.

But here’s the irony.  While we thought we were being progressive, we had fallen into the same thing the Galatians were struggling with two thousand years ago.  So look what Paul says in verse 2:
I would like to learn just one thing from you: Did you receive the Spirit by the works of the law, or by believing what you heard? Are you so foolish? After beginning by means of the Spirit, are you now trying to finish by means of the flesh? (Galatians 3:2-3)

There are two things we need to see here.  First, Paul is differentiating between two stages in the Christian journey.  There is the initial stage when we receive the Holy Spirit.  And there is the ongoing life of faith – what Paul describes as “trying to finish.”   

And the Galatians had the first part right.  But Paul takes issue with what they’ve done next.  And this is an important clarification to keep in mind because we aren’t going to be talking about becoming a Jesus follower, we’re going to be talking about what it looks like to live as one.  That’s the first thing.

Second, notice how central the Holy Spirit is in this section.  Paul talks about receiving the Spirit and living by it.  And for the rest of Galatians the Holy Spirit is going to be Paul’s central topic.  And he introduces it here with a bit of a sarcastic question: “how did you receive the Spirit?”  

Like was it something you ate?  Did you get it because you washed your hands properly?  Was it because you kept some religious rules?”  No.  You received the Holy Spirit when you believed the message about Jesus.

See even though Galatia was a long way from Jerusalem, when they heard what Jesus had done – how He saw them trapped in their brokenness and came to rescue them – faith came alive; they believed.  They heard that as Jesus died He cried out, “It is finished.”  And they believed their sin had been atoned for and they received the Holy Spirit.
…
Now, let’s be honest, the Holy Spirit is a bit of a scarry topic for a bunch of Baptists.  Like as soon as I mentioned it I saw several of you start digging your fingers into your chairs probably because you’ve got a history with some people who made some strange claims.

Like once a young man came into my office from a background like that and told me how the Holy Spirit was guiding him into a relationship with a girl he liked.  And I asked what that meant.  

And he said: “Well, I just know the Holy Spirit is putting us together because while walking down the street I saw a straw shaped like an arrow on the sidewalk, and it was pointing toward her house.  So I started walking that way.  Then I saw a billboard the same colour as her favorite sweater.  
And just then my favorite song started playing in my earbuds.  So I just knew the Holy Spirit was telling me I needed to tell her God was putting us together.”

And I thought, “My goodness, it sounds like the Holy Spirit is preparing you for a restraining order.”  

That’s not how the Holy Spirit leads.  But if it’s not that, then what?  Like for many Christians the Holy Spirit a bit like a spleen.  You’ve heard about it.  You know it’s somewhere in this region.  But you’re not sure what it does or if it’s important.

But for Paul the Holy Spirit is incredibly real and incredibly important.  But it’s not a force you tap into.  It’s Jesus living inside you.  So at the end of chapter 2 he says:
I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I now live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me. (Galatians 2:20)

And so it’s as we live by faith in the Son of God that the Holy Spirit, which is Jesus’ Spirit, works within us and empowers us to live for God’s glory.  This is the primary thing the Spirit does.  

So when Jesus first introduced the Spirit in John 14, He said the Holy Spirit would bring His words to life.”  In other words, His followers wouldn’t just know some things about Him, we will know Him.  And this had happened to the Galatians – verse 1 says it was like they had seen Jesus.
…
But the Galatians had a problem.  While they had come to Christ by faith, now they thought maturity came through obeying the law.  So they were saying, “sure, you’ve got to believe in Jesus.  But you also need to be circumcised, and wash a certain way, and eat the right things.”  You have to obey the law.

But Paul says, “this makes no sense.”  If your journey began by trusting what Jesus accomplished on the cross – if that’s how you received the Holy Spirit – why would you think growth as a Jesus follower happens some other way?  Why would maturing come from pulling yourself up by your bootstraps?  
…
Now there are two ditches we have to avoid here.  The first ditch is the idea that simply believing in Jesus is all that matters. So if you prayed a prayer when you were six, you’re good to go. You’ve got your fire insurance. No matter what happens in life, heaven is guaranteed when you die.

This was common teaching when I was young.  The whole focus was making sure you would go to heaven.  But while you might be able to cherry-pick a verse or two to support that idea, you can’t read the New Testament and think that’s the point.



The Christian life is always described as abundant life with God.  And there is no promise that you can mentally agree with some facts about Jesus but not live with Him now, and then expect to live with Him later.  Eternity doesn’t start when you die.  Eternity starts now and continues in the same direction forever.  So that’s the first ditch.

But there’s another ditch on the other side of the road.  And this is the one the Galatians were falling into, and frankly the one many churches in the 80’s lived in as well.  The Galatians believed they started by faith, but now that they were “mature” they had outgrown their need for grace.  They didn’t want to keep talking about the gospel; they were concerned with looking saved.  So they gave themselves back to the law.  

And in my childhood we did something similar.  Now we didn’t stop eating bacon or get circumcised, but we made sure we didn’t smoke or chew or go with girls who do.  And spirituality was all about outward conformity to a set of rules.  We looked like Christians.

But both of these positions are ditches.  It’s crazy to think believing the right things is all God wants.  Satan believes in Jesus, but it’s not working out for him.  But it’s just as crazy to think spiritual maturity means needing God’s grace less and less.  The truth is something entirely different.

See what God begins by grace, He finishes by grace.  So spiritual maturity isn’t moving past the gospel – it’s going deeper into it.  Growth in the Spirit happens as we return again and again to the cross and see more clearly what Jesus has done for us.  And as the depth of that grace sinks in deeper and deeper our joy to live for Jesus’ glory grows.  So saints don’t graduate from grace.  We rejoice in it more and more.
…
Now here’s what this means practically.  When you are frustrated by the lack of spiritual fruit in your life, the answer isn’t learning a new technique to control your thoughts.  The answer is coming back to the cross.  So how much time do you actually spend thinking about what Jesus has done for you?

Or if your marriage is on the rocks and you can’t see eye to eye with the person you pledged your life to, it might help to learn some communication skills, but what you really need is to come back to the cross.  See the path to abundant life isn’t found in four steps to better communication.  It’s found when you see how far Jesus went to communicate His love to you.  And as that sinks in, suddenly the fact that your spouse squeezes the toothpaste wrong doesn’t seem quite so insurmountable.

See the answer to every situation we face is to come back to the “it is finished” of the cross.  This is what it means to live by faith in the Son of God.  It’s not about trying harder.  It’s about being filled with the Spirit of Jesus.  And this happened when we first came to the cross, and it’s what happens every time we come back to it again.  So how much time do you spend thanking God for how far Jesus went to show you His love?  This is what you need.
…

It’s at this point that Paul gives us the illustration of Abraham.  Look at verse 6:
So also Abraham “believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.” (Galatians 3:6) 

Now this is a reference back to Genesis 15 where God promises Abraham that the whole world will be blessed through his family.  But there are two obvious problems.  First, Abraham is 75 and his wife is 65 so neither of them are spring chickens.  And second, they have no kids.  So what God promises is far outside the realm of normal.

But Abraham believes that God can and will do what He says.  And when he believes two things happen.  First, “God credits Abraham’s belief to him as righteousness.”

Now to be righteous means to be in a right relationship with God.  And to credit Abraham’s belief means that when he trusted God’s promise, God treated him as right with Him – not because of law-keeping, but because of faith.  And the word “credited” brings this to life.  

So I’ve got a cheque here.  Some of you have never seen one before.  It’s just a piece of paper.  It isn’t money.  But get this, if I write something on it and give it to you, the bank will treat it like money.  They will take funds from my account and credit them to yours.  

But if you think this is a joke and never take the paper to the bank, then it’s worthless.  

Here’s the parallel, if you trust that Jesus paid your sin debt on the cross, it’s like taking that cheque to the bank.  When you do, the riches of Christ’s righteousness get credited to your account.  And that’s the first thing that happens when Abraham believes God; he’s declared right with God.  He’s saved.
…
But it doesn’t stop there.  Something also happens to his body.  And this is where Paul’s argument gets powerful.  When Abraham trusts God’s promise his old body, and the body of his old wife, are given the ability to produce life.  (Now I see some of you older people with your fingers in the cushions).  But that’s exactly what happened.  At 100 and 90 Abraham and Sarah have a son that has a son and eventually the nation of Israel is born – the people through whom God brings salvation to the world.

So Abraham begins his relationship with God by faith, and he continues believing – and because of that he experiences the life God promised.  

Now tell me – what part of becoming a father at 100 was based on what Abraham did?  Was there some new fertility technique he tried out?  At 100 I suspect technique was fairly limited.  No.  It was all God.  All Abraham did was believe and keep believing. 

And this is how it works for us too.  So in verse 9 Paul says:
So those who rely on faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith. (Galatians 3:9)
Abraham is the man of faith, and in another place he is called the father of the faith, because he was the first guy to believe God would do what He said.  But this wasn’t a one-time thing for Abraham, this was how he lived.  Now Abraham wasn’t perfect.  He messed up plenty.  But he didn’t start with faith and then switch to earning God’s blessing through the law.  He just kept trusting God.  

And Paul’s point is simple: if this is how spiritual life worked for Abraham, why would we think it will be any different for us?  It won’t.  Just like Abraham, it’s as we rely on faith that we live in the blessing he experienced.
…
Now here’s where this hits close to home, Fort George.  This is where the power for abundant life comes from.  This is what your marriage needs.  This is what your singleness needs.  This is what you need to overcome temptation and draw near to God.  You need to see Jesus and hear Him say “it is finished.”  See this isn’t just a salvation thing, this is how we walk in the power of the Holy Spirit. 
…
One of the brilliant things about the Lord of the Rings is how unimpressive hobbits are.  Frodo isn’t strong like a dwarf or wise like a wizard.  He’s just small.  The only thing going for him is humility.  He knows he’s not the hero of the story.  He knows he needs help.  And help is exactly what he receives.

He’s given “the sword of the Spirit” – Sting – which enables him to discern when the enemy is around.  And he’s clothed in a “breastplate of righteousness” made of mithril – a coat that can’t be pierced by the biggest foe.

And Jesus follower, here’s what you need to realize: you’re not the hero of your story. You’re a hobbit.  So when temptation is bigger than your willpower, when relationships or sickness push you to the brink – you won’t overcome by trying harder, you overcome by trusting the One who overcame for you.  

Jesus saw you trapped in sin, but He didn’t leave you there.  He stepped down, put on skin, and took your place.  He saw that your brokenness was so deep that the only solution was for the God of the universe to die in your place.  But He loved you so much that it was His joy to do it.  

So if you will trust Him, He will fill you with His Spirit.  And as you keep trusting Him – over and over – His Spirit will transform you into who He created you to be.

See there’s power under your shirt – not because you’re great – you aren’t.  But because Christ has clothed you in His righteousness – stronger than mithril.  So fix your eyes on Jesus.  His grace isn’t just how you get saved.  It’s how you live the abundant life He has for you.
